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Reviewed by Bronwyn Fredericks 
 
Most of the time I find edited collections a bit of a hit and miss. They can either 
contain a collection of the best writers in a particular discipline or field, or be an 
eclectic mix of chapters so diverse that only one or two chapters might be 
relevant to my interests. From this perspective, Sovereign Subjects: Indigenous 
Sovereignty Matters is a surprise. It is also timely given Prime Minister Rudd’s 
Apology to the Stolen Generations, the national Close the Gap Campaign and a 
seemingly renewed interest by Australians in Indigenous history. 
 
Aileen Moreton-Robinson has assembled a book with a diverse range of 
Indigenous Australian critical thinkers, disciplines and fields. This book 
represents a first in Australia. It is the first time a collection has been edited by an 
Aboriginal Australian and one in which all chapters are written by Aboriginal 
Australians. The authors include well known Indigenous critical thinkers such as 
Gary Foley (history), Aileen Moreton-Robinson (anthropology), Irene Watson 
(law), Maggie Walter (sociology) and Steve Larkin (government policy).Their 
works link with threads that weave concepts, philosophies, issues and the 
realities of Indigenous lives in and out of each chapter while maintaining their 
distinct disciplinary separateness. I was captivated by the arguments within each 
chapter and by the multiple approaches to Indigenous studies and notions of 
Indigenous sovereignty that has historically been dominated by the disciplines of 
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history, anthropology, law, social science and political science. Two chapters in 
particular offered me new insights, Steve Larkin’s (the new Pro-Vice-Chancellor 
of Charles Darwin University) contribution ‘Locating Indigenous Sovereignty: 
Race and Research in Indigenous Health Policy-Making’ (pp.168-178) 
demonstrates the way in which evidence-based policy-making within Indigenous 
health is race blind and refuses Indigenous sovereignty. Whilst Tony Birch’s 
chapter ‘The Invisible Fire: Indigenous sovereignty,  history and responsibility 
(pp. 105-117) provides an understanding of how one cannot look at legal and 
political status of sovereignty without an understanding of both Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous history and the way in which Indigenous sovereignty is denied in 
the everyday. These two chapters and the 10 others challenge the authority 
given to non-Indigenous experts to define the parameters of history, law and 
government policy in relation to an array of Indigenous issues including 
sovereignty. Moreover, it presents multiple Indigenous intellectual 
understandings and positions of sovereignty from the areas of Law, History, 
Policy and Writing.   
 
This edited collection is a claiming of space within the academy and broader 
society to talk and name issues as seen by Indigenous Australians. It is 
recommended reading for people interested in or engaged within the field of 
Indigenous studies.  
 
 
 
 
